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Abstract
The Washington National Cathedral in Washington, D.C. offers itself as a
national monument and spiritual center for the American people. Thousands of
tourists and worshipers visit the Cathedral every year to admire its Neo-Gothic
style architecture, stained glass windows, hand-carved sculpture and the general
splendor of the massive medieval-inspired structure. I argue that the imagery and
iconography of this ornamentation presents American national identity as white
and Christian, an ideal that is cultivated through the exclusion and domination of
minority racial groups and alternative belief systems in the Cathedral’s decorative
program, through the stained glass windows.
In order to shed light on the ideological underpinning of the Cathedral’s
decorative program, I carefully analyze three of the Cathedral’s most historically
provocative and beautiful windows: the Religious Freedom in Maryland window,
the Servants of God window, and the three stained glass windows of the War
Memorial Chapel (Sacrifice for Freedom, Freedom I, and Freedom II). The
contemporary construction of the Cathedral allowed for careful documentation of
all aspects of the building. Archival research of these documents, as well as a
comprehensive study of related theories yields insights into the creative process,
iconographic decisions, and the intended messages of many of the windows
housed in the national monument. My analysis discusses the historical, social and
visual elements of the window designs that complicate the message of inclusivity
constantly reiterated in texts generated by the National Cathedral.
Analysis of the imagery of the stained glass windows suggests a
particularly exclusive and idealized notion of American national identity. The
iconography and specific depictions of concepts, people, and ideas imply the
superiority or dominate role of Anglo heritage and Christianity in the U.S. These
implications are particularly clear when illuminated by a closer inspection of the
discrepancy between American history as it is imagined in the Cathedral’s
decorative program and as is told by scholars. Christian symbolism, ideology and
history construct and control the representations of U.S. history and cultural
narrative depicted throughout the edifice. With the use of selective historical
memory, the Cathedral sponsors a message of Anglo dominance through a
national mythology that belittles and essentially negates the historical tradition of
non-white American citizens. In addition, the very existence of a “national”
cathedral challenges and even erases boundaries separating the bodies of Church
and State, and the Cathedral’s encouragement and support of a codependent
relationship between the two entities.
My study of the Washington National Cathedral is one of the first to
critically analyze the ideological program of the windows in terms of its cultural
impact within our society. Through the conscious recognition of cultivated
cultural hierarchy, particularly within a national monument, we can better
understand the obstacles of tolerance necessary for social change.

Table of Contents

I.

Acknowledgements

i

The Cathedral and National Identity

1

II. History of the Washington National Cathedral

6

III. The History and Creation of Stained Glass

18

IV. The War Memorial Chapel

21

V. Rowan LeCompte and the Religious Freedom in Maryland Window

37

VI. The Servants of God Window

45

VII. Conclusions

56

Bibliography

58

Illustrations

61

Capstone Summary

74

i
Acknowledgements
The following paper is the result of three semesters’ work, which never
would have been possible without the invaluable guidance and support of a few
key people and departments. It is because of their inspiring passion, influence
and instruction I have completed my Honors Capstone Project.
Thanking Professor Sascha Scott simply is not enough to show my
gratitude for her unwavering faith, enthusiasm and encouragement throughout the
course of this project. Generously offering her help in navigating a research paper
of this caliber, Professor Scott continuously granted me her time, energy, and
passion. Because of her enlightened counsel, I accomplished my most important
collegiate goal.
Professor Matilde Mateo-Sevilla offered her knowledgeable
recommendations from the very beginning of this intellectual undertaking. Her
specialization in Medieval and Gothic studies, and particularly her course, the
Idea of the Gothic Cathedral, provided a firm foundation for my research and
understanding of the Washington National Cathedral. I am most appreciative of
Professor Mateo for her direction and encouragement, as she dedicated her time to
nurturing my educational endeavors.
I am grateful to the Department of Art and Music Histories for continually
inspiring me over the course of my education. The support and tutelage of my
professors shaped me into a confident and curious scholar, and every art history
course I have taken here at Syracuse University contributed to this study in some
way.

ii
The Renée Crown University Honors Program fosters the intellectual
growth of students during their years at Syracuse University, and steady guidance
I received from the program enabled me to attain my goal of graduating from the
Honors Program. The staff of the Honors Program offers themselves as
indispensable resources to Honors students, continually providing support in all of
our endeavors. It has been a privilege to be part of the Honors community.
This capstone project is a reflection of my time at Syracuse University
over the past four years and has been influenced by a number of people and ideas.
Although I cannot thank everyone, I would like to say that without the guidance
and support of my educators, peers and fellow scholars, this study would never
have come to fruition.

